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Background/aims of the research project: 

Our grant application stated two main aims for the research: 

1) To find out what noetic experiences pilgrims have during Lourdes’ healing rituals, 

and to try to assess how individuals respond to these and whether their sense of 

identity and illness shift as a result. 

2) To investigate what components and contexts of different religious healing rituals in 

Lourdes lead to positive change in pilgrims, and to try to understand what those 

changes might be. 

We planned a visit to Lourdes to collect both qualitative and quantitative data, with an 

emphasis on qualitative work, including interviews and ethnography, followed by data 

analysis. 

The field trip/data collection: 

We reported on details of the field trip in our interim scientific report. 

The trip was very successful: we collected a lot of data and were able to do more 

ethnographic/observational work and more in-depth interviews than we had expected.  

However, for logistic reasons relating to the ways in which pilgrimage groups were organised 

during our time there, we were not able to collect the ‘before-and-after’ quantitative data as 

we had hoped for. 

 

Data analysis/methods: 

Over the last 6 months we have been working hard on data analysis.  This work has been led 

by Dr Rahtz, but has involved regular telephone and skype meetings with all applicants; we 
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have had 1-2 hour electronic meetings between the four of us every two to three weeks to 

discuss findings. 

All interviews were transcribed, the ethnographic notes of the research team typed up, and the 

drawings and photographs obtained brought together, scanned and stored with all other data. 

Participants were given pseudonyms to preserve anonymity, but age and gender were 

recorded alongside a unique identifier for each informant. 

Atlas .ti software was used to assist the analysis. 

Dr Rahtz read all the interviews and ethnographic notes and formed an initial list of inductive 

codes.  These were supplemented by a list of a priori codes derived from our research 

questions.  Dr Rahtz first coded eight in-depth interviews with the first code frame and then 

refined the coding frame after discussions with the rest of the team.  Professors Dieppe and 

Warber and Dr Goldingay separately coded a further two interviews each to check for 

consistency, which was high. 

Further discussions with the whole team led to the identification of a number of central 

themes within the data. 

Results: 

A. The data: 

We spoke to members of several large pilgrimage groups, as well as individual visitors and 

members of the teams involved in the running of Lourdes.  Our informants included sick 

pilgrims (known as ‘malade’ in Lourdes), volunteers (including ‘brancardias’), doctors, 

priests, members of a team making a film about Lourdes, other visitors, and a group of 

schoolchildren. 

We obtained long, recorded interviews with a total of 67 people, with an age range between 

15 and 87, the majority of whom were female (see table 1) 

Table 1: demography of those from whom substantive interview data was obtained, recorded 

and transcribed. 

  
N % 

Total 
 

67 100% 

Age 15 - 18 20 30%  
18 - 24 14 21%  
25 - 34 5 7%  
35 - 44 3 4%  
45 - 54 2 3%  
55 - 64 5 7%  
65 - 74 5 7%  
75+ 13 19%     
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Gender Female 48 72%  
Male 19 28% 

 

In addition, many informal discussions with visitors, ‘malade’, people working in Lourdes 

(including chance meetings in cafes for example) informed our ethnographic observations 

and notes. 

We obtained 19 drawings done by people as a way of trying to elicit what being in Lourdes 

meant to them, and we have a big library of pictures that we took to help us access our own 

impressions and memories of what we experienced there. 

B. Key codes and themes 

The commonest codes to emerge from the data were: 

• A sense of peace 

• Personal change and self-improvement 

• The power of being in the grotto 

• Altruism 

• Prayer 

• Reframing identity 

• Feeling compelled to be in Lourdes 

The three major themes that the group agreed upon were: 

1) The sense of community and caring generated between people in Lourdes, and the 

sense of altruism and joy resulting from being able to be of service to others. 

2) Connections made to something beyond the self (noetic experiences). 

3) The experience of a change in the ways that people saw themselves and their 

relationships with others, and resulting self-improvement. 

 

C. Noetic experiences 

As noted, we were particularly interested in noetic experiences. 

Of the 67 people from whom we obtained recorded interviews, 26 reported an experience that 

might be categorised in this way.  In our analysis to date we have paid particular attention to 

this, and have a manuscript nearing completion on the subject, that we intend to submit to the 

Journal of Religion and health. 

Space and place were very important features of such experiences.  We had postulated in the 

grant application that certain rituals would be central to any noetic experience, but we found 

that being alone in the grotto was the most powerful trigger.  Taking the waters, and the 

communal sense generated by the candlelight procession also featured. 
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The commonest form of noetic experience was the sense of being in the presence of God or 

of Our Lady the Virgin Mary, and a sense of oneness with them.  Many respondents noted 

that they were in tears during these experiences. 

Example quotes of the power of the grotto: 

Maria (43F): “The first time, when I came around the sanctuary to the grotto, there’s 

something in there.  I could not help it, I was just crying.  It makes you feel you have been 

touched” 

James (25 M): “The grotto.  There is something there that I cannot explain, cannot articulate 

those feelings into words … especially during night time when it is empty … I have had the 

opportunity to be there by myself and that’s just completely … I cannot explain what that’s 

like .. you can pour out every feeling that you have … and there is a sense of understanding 

there” 

John (26 M, a medical scientist). “I feel I have had religious experiences at the grotto which 

sound a bit bizarre from a highly education scientist…. I remember distinctly making my way 

to the grotto one year just after my dear grandfather died …. My relationship with God and 

with Mary particularly in Lourdes is very personal …. So I have this conversation - about 

half an hour of conversation - and I was quite, not angry, but upset, and I basically swore 

straight up, you know, ‘my Grandad’s gone up there so I have come to ……’ 

(Interviewer - ‘to sort you out?’) 

Yes (laughs) Sort you out.  And at that moment (snaps fingers) there was a sudden break in 

the cloud and the sun came out and shone straight across the grotto, and apparently it was 

the first time the sun had been out for two weeks ….. 

(Interviewer - ‘so what did you feel and think?’) 

It was affirmation.  Affirmation that it wasn’t all a load of holy baloney” 

 

D. Curing, Healing, and improved Wellbeing 

Lourdes is famous for the cures that have been reported as a result of people visiting.  Some 

76 miraculous cures have been ratified by the Vatican.  We were more interested in finding 

out what general benefits to health and wellbeing might accrue from visiting the site, and 

found these were common amongst all categories of people who go there (volunteers, 

medical people, priests, group leaders, malade, casual visitors).  This was associated with the 

sense of community and altruism mentioned above, and we intend our second major article 

about the research work to centre on this aspect of ‘the miracle of Lourdes’. 

Example quotes of improved wellbeing or healing instead of curing 
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Nancy (72 F): “So yes, I am quite angry that I have not received a miracle cure of the stroke 

I had three years ago whilst I have been here.  Lourdes has not cured me, I still cannot walk 

properly or even dress myself without help. 

(Interviewer: ‘but has being here helped you in other ways?’) 

Oh yes. Yesterday I was talking to another sick man in our pilgrimage group, and he said 

something that I understood and that has helped me look on myself differently.  He told me 

not to fight the problem, but to accept it, and work with what I can do and not what I cannot 

manage.  That made me feel calmer.  Lots of lovely things do happen here, even if there are 

not miracles, I really enjoy these pilgrimages. 

Sarah (67 F):  “Peace, I feel a deep sense of peace here.  And it renews my soul and gives me 

strength to manage the problems at home for another year.  It renews me, and I have this 

wonderful sense of peace, belonging and joy when in Lourdes” 

 

E. Outputs: 

1) Our first major scientific paper, on noetic experiences in Lourdes, is about to be submitted 

to the Journal of Religion and Health. 

2) In September Dr Rahtz will give an oral presentation in Barcelona, at the 12th International 

Congress of Integrative Medicine, the abstract is reproduced below: 

 

ABSTRACT: 

‘Beyond miracles: a qualitative study of the healing effects of pilgrimage to Lourdes’ 

Dr Emmylou Rahtz, Dr Sarah Goldingay, Mrs Elizabeth Dieppe, Prof Sara Warber, Prof Paul 

Dieppe 

Submission for an oral presentation, in the ‘Research’ category 

Funded by the BIAL Foundation  

Keywords (3-5): healing, pilgrims, connection, illness perceptions 

 

Objectives: Pilgrims have been visiting Lourdes, France, since 1858 when a vision of the 

Virgin Mary appeared. Today, Lourdes hosts six million visitors annually, many of them 

seeking healing. We sought to understand the experiences of these pilgrims: what they feel, 

what changes occur within them, and how they explain these experiences.  
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Material and method: In June 2017 we spent ten days carrying out fieldwork in Lourdes: 

interviewing ‘malades’ – sick pilgrims– and the many volunteers and healthcare 

professionals who support them. We spoke to over 60 people, amassing 33 interviews, 10 

focus groups, 19 participant drawings and extensive ethnographic notes.   

Analysis: We collaboratively identified key concepts and themes in this rich data set, 

following the ‘Consolidated criteria for reporting qualitative research’ (COREQ).  

Results:  

A key theme was connection and sense of community, both between volunteers and the 

malades they cared for, as well as bonding between the volunteers. Some had noetic 

experiences, connecting to something beyond the self. A schoolgirl said “I came and I prayed 

to Mary and then she touched me a lot and I felt like I was actually talking to her. And then I 

was compelled to come again.” Altruism was important: everybody gives to everybody else 

and seeks self-improvement, both at Lourdes and when they return home. One woman 

described “a time to reflect on how I could be different and improve myself”. People 

experienced changes in how they saw and accepted illness and in their self-perception. 

Lourdes offers the chance to reset oneself.   

Discussion: While many hope to be cured at Lourdes, instead they are often healed through 

other enriching elements of the experience. 

Conclusions: People do not visit purely in the hope of a miracle: their motivations are more 

complex and diverse, and healing can be experienced through connection, giving and self-

renewal. 

 

Future outputs: 

Although the funding period is at an end, the research team intend to continue with this work, 

doing further analysis and producing more scientific papers. 

 

CONCLUSION/ANSWERS TO INITIAL RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

We feel we have done this project justice, and used the funding wisely.  We are able to 

provide these answers to our research questions: 

1) To find out what noetic experiences pilgrims have during Lourdes’ healing rituals, 

and to try to assess how individuals respond to these and whether their sense of 

identity and illness shift as a result. 

The answer to this question is that a variety of different noetic experiences occur, that they 

are relatively common, and that the often result in some shift of personal identity or illness 
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experience.  Contrary to our initial hypothesis we found that being alone in the grotto, 

rather than being involved in religious rituals, was the most powerful trigger for noetic 

moments. 

2) To investigate what components and contexts of different religious healing rituals in 

Lourdes lead to positive change in pilgrims, and to try to understand what those 

changes might be. 

Different contexts work for different people.  For many it is the grotto, but each of the 

major rituals (the candlelight procession, the procession of the sacrament, the masses, 

taking the waters) has a profound and singular effect on some pilgrims.  Similarly, the 

positive outcomes that result vary enormously, from a clear improvement in a medical 

condition, to a simple sense of peace, for example. 

 

 


